Macrophage proteases can modify low density lipoproteins to increase their uptake by macrophages.
When low density lipoprotein (LDL) was incubated with sonicated macrophages at acidic pH, its protein moiety was partially degraded by cathepsins B and D. The reisolated LDL was taken up by intact macrophages up to about 20 times as fast as control LDL. LDL proteolysis and its enhanced uptake could be inhibited almost entirely by the selective protease inhibitors leupeptin and pepstatin. If macrophages in atherosclerotic lesions were to release acidic proteases (either by exocytosis or following cell death) and these were to modify LDL, this may help to explain why so much cholesteryl ester accumulates in these cells.